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There is much one could say about this brief but oddly expansive novel, about the range of concerns that Coetzee has woven seamlessly together. There is Lurie's attempt, as a specialist in Romantic poetry, to write a long-planned work on Byron, in which he finds himself adopting the voice of the poet's discarded mistress. There is a profound meditation on another kind of otherness, on the lives and the rights of animals, a topic Coetzee has explored in a recent volume of essays -- only here that meditation takes the form of the punishment and salvation that Lurie finds at Bev's animal shelter, helping her to put down abandoned dogs, holding them ''as the needle finds the vein and the drug hits the heart and the legs buckle and the eyes dim.'' I could note the way Coetzee makes us understand but not sympathize with Lurie's intellectual arrogance and incorrigible desire, and could then compare him to his child: each is beyond stubborn, but the daughter is marked by an integrity that her father knows he cannot claim for himself. And I could point to the stark and even schematic armature of the plot that links them, a plot in which what Lurie has in some sense done to another man's daughter is trebly visited on his own.
here is more in ''Disgrace'' than I can manage to describe here. But let me end by suggesting Coetzee's most impressive achievement, one that grows from the very bones of the novel's grammar. Lurie thinks of himself as having spent his career ''explaining to the bored youth of the country the distinction between drink and drink up, burned and burnt. The perfective, signifying an action carried through to its conclusion.'' ''Disgrace'' is, however, written in the present tense, and its title denotes a continuing condition. Disgrace continues. And so do the characters' lives, which at the end of the book remain unresolved and unfinished, their problems and possibilities still open.
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'The personal life is dead,' Pasternak wrote in Doctor Zhivago - 'history has killed it.' In J.M. Coetzee's new novel, Disgrace, which is set in a violent post-apartheid South Africa, David Lurie, a Cape Town academic, reaches a similar conclusion when his daughter Lucy is gang-raped by three black men at her isolated homestead in the Eastern Cape. 'But why did they hate me so?' Lucy asks. 'I had never set eyes on them.' 'It was history speaking through them,' her father replies. 'A history of wrong. Think of it that way, if it helps. It may have seemed personal, but it wasn't.' Lucy decides not to press charges, believing that this rape, in the South African context, is not 'a public matter'. In the face of irresistible historical change - the collapse of a corrupt order - the claims of the individual are necessarily of secondary importance, even irrelevant. Pasternak, of course, did not believe this. Does Coetzee? […]
When Coetzee began to write, in the Seventies, he was one of the first South African novelists to act on the realisation that narrative is not ideologically neutral, but a product of history, impregnated with all sorts of subliminal cultural nuances. Realism, with its time-honoured ways of putting across a single point of view - the omniscient narrator, an implied author who is always authoritative, a reassuring degree of closure and so on - is the narrative mode most strongly identified with the Western novel. Coetzee's metafictions follow from the insight that a post-colonial novel aiming to make a point about the cultural arrogance of the coloniser cannot use realism as the vehicle for its critique without being undermined by its failure to challenge the conventions of the tradition it wishes to call into question.  […]
Lurie, too, has Byronic good looks and a Byronic sexual appetite, specifically a taste for 'exotic' women, which he satisfies by helping himself to sex with a coloured prostitute who works under the name of Soraya, and then (after she cuts their meetings short) with a pretty, dark-haired young woman in his class called Melanie, whom he nicknames Meláni, 'the dark one'.
[..]

She will start again on this new footing, having paid her debt, 'with no cards, no weapons, no property, no rights, no dignity' - with nothing that can be taken away. 'Like a dog,' her father concludes. 'Yes,' Lucy replies, 'like a dog.'

Lurie is shaken by his daughter's self-dispossession, the more so because he, too, has very few resources left. His relationship with Lucy is breaking down. He realises that he will never finish his opera about Byron, which appears more and more irrelevant in the South African context. His face has been destroyed, signalling the end of his sexual identity. No longer attractive, and equipped by the rape with a sickening new appreciation of the ways in which women can be used by men, he submits to a self-abasement not unlike that of his daughter by having a relationship with Bev Shaw, whom he does not desire. He also submits completely to the work at the animal clinic, where he puts down unwanted and homeless dogs, becoming emotionally attached to one crippled dog in particular. The final scene of the novel shows Lurie about to surrender this dog, bearing it 'like a lamb' to the killing table.
[…]

In spite of its naturalistic setting, the schematic organisation of Disgrace works against a 'realistic' reading - in Coetzee's phrase, it operates in terms of 'its own paradigms and myths'. Of these, the most powerful are ones that Coetzee has used before to describe the colonial situation: the unnatural parent-child and male-female bonds, in which the normal ties of affection are fraying or already severed. 
[…]

The fundamental flaw in the colonial enterprise, the novels suggest, consists in this absence of a real relationship between the paternalistic power and its subjects. This non-relationship is reinforced by those characters in Coetzee's fiction, such as Petrus and Hendrik, who are ciphers, whose souls are unreachable. Trying to get behind the facts of Lucy's rape, Lurie complains that 'talking to Petrus is like punching a bag filled with sand.'

[…]

This refusal is also a gesture of atonemement, which has its corollary in the acts of self-abnegation performed by so many of Coetzee's protagonists. Magda's submission to Hendrik is a form of penance, part of the 'purgatory we must pass through on the way to a land of milk and honey'. David Lurie recognises the same instinct at work in Lucy's surrender to Petrus and tells her: 'You wish to humble yourself before history.' The disfigured Lurie himself embarks on a parallel via negativa in his relationship with Bev Shaw, working out his own form of personal salvation by annihilating his sexual vanity and his sense of superiority.

At the clinic for unwanted animals, Lurie tends the most abject creatures and in the course of his work gains an imaginative insight into the suffering not only of animals, but of other people. His sacrifice of the wounded dog which he has tried in vain to protect accompanies his realisation that he has no rights over Lucy, and cannot tell her how best to survive - an insight that puts their strained relationship on a more equal footing.
[…]
The truth is that there are two patriarchs in Disgrace: that Petrus represents a force for oppression without pity as great, potentially, as David Lurie's. Lurie has made use of Soraya and Meláni, but there is a lethal symmetry in the fact that his own daughter is used in turn and becomes a chattel of the Petrus clan - a bywoner, without a voice. When the novel ends, news of her rape has for some time been bruited around the district by her rapists. The point is that this is 'not her story to spread but theirs: they are its owners'. What Disgrace finally shows us is the promised victory of one expansionist force over another, with women as pawns, the objects of punitive violence. ('There must be some niche in the system for women.') The scenes of Petrus clearing his land, aided by Lurie, recall the passages in Foe in which Friday is set to work on the stone terraces, alongside his master. Petrus himself is recalcitrant, unyielding: he is the rock on which the future will be built. Disgrace is a deeply pessimistic book.
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Parables and Prizes 
A Review by James Wood
Coetzee is always praised for his dignified bleakness, for the "tautness" or carefulness or grim efficiency of his prose, which is certainly good enough to embarrass the superfluous acreage of supposedly richer stylists. But there is a point beyond which pressurized shorthand is no longer an enrichment but an impoverishment, and an unnatural containment. It is the point at which ellipsis becomes a formalism, a kind of aestheticism, in which fiction is no longer presenting complexity but is in fact converting complexity into its own too-certain language. Hemingway at his worst represents one extreme, as when the narrator of A Farewell To Arms sees his dead friend, and tells the reader, bathetically: "He looked very dead. It was raining. I had liked him as well as anyone I ever knew." 
[…]
The effect of such writing, when passed through the jaded or cynical eyes of the protagonist, is a nullification of what is described. The language simply refuses to extend the consequences of its findings.

And Disgrace is involved, as a theme, with its own verbal flatness. When Lurie and his daughter discover that they cannot communicate with each other, Lurie reflects that in South Africa language has become "tired, friable, eaten from the inside as if by termites. Only the monosyllables can still be relied on, and not even all of them. What is to be done? Nothing that he, the one-time teacher of communications, can see. Nothing short of starting all over again with the ABC." So some of the novel's linguistic scantiness can be laid at the door of David Lurie, who is disillusioned and cynical about language.
[…]

David Lurie's racist fear and sense of powerlessness (the assailants are black): "He speaks Italian, he speaks French, but French and Italian will not save him here in darkest Africa. He is helpless, an Aunt Sally, a figure from a cartoon, a missionary in cassock and topi waiting with clasped hands and upcast eyes while the savages jaw away in their own lingo preparatory to plunging him into their boiling cauldron. Mission work: what is left behind, that huge enterprise of upliftment? Nothing that he can see."
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